





ass 
Edition 




















READING 
An Essay 


BY 
HUGH WALPOLE 





New York and London 
HARPER & BROTHERS 
1927 


READING 





Copyright, 1926, by 
Hugh Walpole 
Printed in the U. S. A. 





L-B 


ia ee 
READING 
eAn Essay 











CHAPTER ONE 


READING FOR FUN 


[° would be flattering to my intelligence 
were I able to make this Essay a learned 
and analytical description of any read- 
er’s proper mental processes. I have seen 
such books, books that point out so clear- 
headedly what must be read at eight, 
eighteen, twenty-eight, with careful lists 
of the fifty best volumes, and cold and im- 
passive descriptions of the world’s most 
famous writers. 

Such books must do a great deal of 
good; we are all so sadly confused and 
muddle-headed, there is so much to read 
and so little time in which to do the read- 
ing, it is terrible to consider the helter- 
skelter fashion in which we scurry through 
life. : 

Yes, that is the kind of book that I 
should like to write, and, perhaps, one day 
I will, but when the time comes for it I 
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shall, I hope, be dried up and withered 
so that there will be no chance at all of my 
putting anything personal into it, of my 
saying that “this time I remember when I 
was sitting under a green tree on a Spring 
morning I opened Wiyterstow for the 
first time,” or “I recollect that the fire 
was crackling and the snow falling thickly 
outside as I read the last words of 
Monte Cristo there in the old house near 
Keswick.” 

No, in such a book there would be noth- 
ing of that kind, only a list of the best 
authors to be read at eighteen— 

1 Tue Bisie 

m Mrirron’s Parapise Lost 

nt Prieasvres oF Lire 

Iv Tue Tatmup 
and so on, and so on. But as this Essay 
is to be concerned, I believe, with the 
pleasures of Reading it can be nothing if 
it is not autobiographical, for the only 
certain thing about Reading is that it is 
personal first, personal second, and per- 
sonal all the time, and Milton’s ParapisE 
Lost and Dante’s Divina Comepia may 
be the twin dominating peaks of a glorious 
range, but they are nothing to you what- 
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ever if you happen to be looking the other 
way. 

Then this Essay is concerned with Read- 
ing and not with criticism. It is a fine and 
splendid thing to have a critical mind 
so long as it doesn’t take you so far that 
you can see nothing on every side of you 
for dust and ashes; the fact remains, how- 
ever, that on looking around you it is the 
books that you have loved that count, not 
the books that you have criticised, and by 
that, of course, I do not mean that you 
should be one of those sentimental readers 
to whom a book is a sort of meringue; 
readers who wallow in books like pigs in a 
trough, who read to obtain every sort of 
emotion save only the intellectual one. No 
masterpiece has éver yet appeared in the 
world that can escape criticism; a book is 
not like a well-made box, so truly con- 
structed that it will fulfill every charge 
made upon it; a book is a fluid, moving, 
uncertain thing that is glorious one mo- 
ment and foolish the next, richly covered 
here and naked to all the winds there, so 
clearly intimate at this moment that your 
dearest friend is nothing to you and so 
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stiffly distant at the next that you wonder 
whether you dare raise your hat to it. 

Yes, that is what every reader who is a 
reader cares for, this creative ecstasy 
stirred by his soul in the reading so that 
there pass before his eyes a few lines of 
print and in an instant of time he is with 
Uncle Toby and Widow Wadman in their 
sacred arbour, walking with Hazlitt on a 
highroad towards evening, kicking his 
heels on the hill-top with Parson Adams 
or plunging into the reek of Dame 
Quickley’s Public in search of Bardolph. 

It is an impression of something of this 
ecstasy that I should wish to stamp into 
these pages. 

To begin at the beginning then, the first 
book in the world from which I am con- 
scious of receiving any sort of ecstasy was 
one entitled Lorrim’s Visir To GRanp- 
MAMMA. From the early pages of it I was 
first taught to read, and the beginnings 
were anything but ecstatic. Looking now 
at the volume I perceive that the first page 
is divided off (I suppose by the careful 
hand of my governess) into two lines at a 
time, and I gather that two lines a day 
were as much as I could just then manage. 
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I fancy also from marks upon the page 
that battles of blood and tears were fought 
over every word, and one word of three 
syllables is underlined with desperate em- 
phasis as though here was an obstacle never 
to be surmounted. So I struggled, I dare 
say for months and months, and then sud- 
denly liberation came and I paced ahead. I 
can remember exactly the moment at which 
my first consciousness of ecstasy arrived. 
Lottie and her little friend had been per- 
mitted by their Grandmamma to go for a 
walk on the beach while a gale was blow- 
ing; there is a picture of them clutching 
their funny little straw hats, their short 
spindle legs wabbling below them, and then 
suddenly an old gentleman’s umbrella is 
blown away and Lottie and her little 
friend, being not modern children at all, 
but always rather on the watch for suc- 
coring the aged and doing good to in- 
valids, rush after, and in spite of a terrific 
battle with the gale, secure it for the old 
gentleman, who thanks them in the most 
courtly and early-Victorian manner. 

I can remember very vividly indeed that 
this dramatic passage was a revelation 
to me. I saw it all so sharply that there 
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was no need for the charming picture. My 
own personal life was instantly doubled, 
no passages that I read afterwards, 
whether in the pages of Marryat, of Mel- 
ville, or of Conrad, gave me more vividly 
the impression of the perils of the sea than 
did these few lines; the windows were 
opened and I knew once and for all what 
Reading could do for one. 

I plunged straight from Lorrie into 
the two Anicrs, and here was my first 
impression of a new world. I believed of 
course implicitly every word that I read, 
and if you had told me at that time 
that little girls didn’t plunge down rabbit- 
holes, that rabbits seldom wore white 
gloves and that mock turtles did not shed 
tears, I would have laughed in your face. 
A good deal has been written, I believe, 
about the logical sequence of the Axiczs, 
about its careful construction and about 
the inevitability of its nonsense, but I have 
never seen anywhere sufficient emphasis laid 
upon the greatest of its powers, namely, 
the extraordinary resemblance of the fig- 
ures in it to a child’s everyday relations. A 
child of six or seven sees its elders as 
“trees walking,” their grotesqueness in 
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contrast with the realism of the child’s 
own life is a thing that they happily are 
unaware of, but a child has many secret 
chuckles at their incredible absurdities. 
ALicE was exactly the bridge that I 
needed ; we had a cook so like the Duchess’s 
cook that there was no difference worth 
mentioning; two of my closest relations 
exactly resembled the Mock Turtle and 
the Red Queen, and the mistress of my 
kindergarten was a positive image of 
Father William. These resemblances did 
not strike me as in any way odd; it simply 
was that the people in Aticre behaved 
more normally and more reasonably than 
the people at home. 

I felt, however, I am sorry to say, a per- 
sistent irritation with Alice herself. I 
have been a heretic about her all my life, 
and it seems to me that in her Lewis Car- 
roll was a little talking down to his en- 
chanted audience. I relished from the 
first all Alice’s misadventures, but she was 
stupider, I felt, than I would myself have 
been, and I began then what has ever 
since been a great pleasure to me, a gentle 
practice of altering events according to 
my autocratic will. I left Alice, for in- 
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stance, drowning in the pool a good deal 
longer than Lewis Carroll left her; she 
bumped her head against the ceiling with a 
sharper and more painful bump than Lewis 
Carroll permitted her, and her head was 
chopped off once or twice by the Queen, 
just to teach her not to be quite so su- 
perior and not to ask quite so many 
questions. 

But the great thing that the book did 
for me was for the first time to give me an- 
other world to play in. I had not at that 
period a very amusing world of my own; 
it was constantly restricted, inhibitions 
abounded and almost everything that one 
liked was bad either for one’s stomach or 
one’s morals. But the morality of Alice’s 
world was supremely satisfactory; I 
wonder indeed on looking back that the 
older readers of that time did not object 
to its laxity. Nobody was punished be- 
cause of wrong-doing; when anyone suf- 
fered it was in consequence of somebody’s 
whim and the suffering never lasted very 
long; even the Mock Turtle rather en- 
joyed his tears. The one harassing and 
eternally distressing episode was the fate 
of the Oysters ; how many versions of that 
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I indulged in for my own tender benefit! 
The Walrus became to me indeed the true 
figure of sin, and I think that it is from 
that time that I date my slight disquiet- 
ing disapproval of gentlemen with droop- 
ing moustaches. I created a glorious 
finale in which the Oysters led the Walrus 
and the Carpenter ever further and further 
into a sandy desert, standing always a 
little out of their reach and watching 
finally with enormous glee these two hoary 
sinners succumbing to agonizing hunger. 
On the other hand I conceived a love for 
the Lion who was a friend of the Unicorn; 
it was so passionate that I think Ten- 
niel’s picture of him must have been re- 
sponsible for it. There is surely the 
dearest and most benevolent of all the 
lions, and I remember still very vividly my 
pleasure when, on being taken to the Zoo 
for the first time, I found a real lion there 
to resemble very closely indeed in benig- 
nancy and apparent tenderness the lion of 
my early love. 

It is at this point, when the first dis- 
covery has been made of the possibilities of 
the new inexhaustible world that children 
divide into the two eternal divisions of 
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mankind, call them what you will, Roman- 
tics and Realists, Prosists (if I may coin 
that word) and Poets, Business Men and 
Dreamers, Travellers and Stay-at-Homes, 
Exiles and Prosperous Citizens. Reading 
shows which way a child is going more 
clearly than anything else in the world. 
I fancy that all the children of my day who 
gloried in Henty were the Realists and 
Hans Andersen was for the others. Henty, 
you will remember, dealt always most 
severely in facts and however romantic 
his adventurous young hero might be on 
the first page, the remainder of his pages 
stuck so closely to history that it read 
like a contemporary newspaper report. 
I am not saying that the Henty books 
were any the worse for that, but I think, 
if my memory is accurate, the little boys 
my contemporaries who enjoyed Henty 
also burrowed their noses deeply into 
strange volumes named TuE Boy’s 
Mecuanic, Tur Youne ENGINEER, and 
the like. 

I could never abide anything that had 
to do with facts as such; I am the worse 
novelist to-day because of it, I doubt not, 
but Hans Andersen’s story of the little 
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tin soldier was worth all the Young 
Mechanics in the world to me and yet 
is. I came straight to Hans Andersen 
from Axicr, and I read him in a glori- 
ous, stumpy, green little volume with odd 
crooked wood-cuts of storks standing on 
one leg, house roofs thick with snow and 
nights full of stars. But I doubt whether 
most children, poets or no, care as deeply 
for fairy stories as they are supposed to 
do; there are, of course, a few incom- 
parable ones—Rep Ripine Hoop, Crn- 
DERELLA, JACK AND THE Branstatk, and 
HANSEL AND GRETEL, and it is interest- 
ing to notice that the charm for children 
in these stories lies very largely in their 
cruelty, the wolf devouring the Grand- 
mother, the ugly sisters persecuting Cin- 
derella, the terrible ogre at the top of the 
beanstalk with his victims, the old witch 
and her boiling kettle. 

I was not myself, I think, an especially 
cruel little boy, being for the most part 
timid and sycophantic, but from the very 
earliest age it gave me pleasure to hear of 
others in distress, because it made my 
own misfortunes seem less terrible, and 
this pleasure in the misfortunes of others 
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is one of the earliest self-gratifications we 
obtain from Reading. 

I wonder how long most children re- 
main in the fairy-tale period; in these 
modern days the time is very short, I 
should imagine. I remained in it in its 
simplest form for the briefest moment; 
I seem on looking back to have tumbled 
straight from Alice and Hans Andersen 
into a kind of syrup of romance. Here 
I must be for a moment even more 
nakedly autobiographical, because I be- 
lieve that the reading of every romantic 
child from the age of, say, nine to thir- 
teen depends so largely upon the at- 
mosphere in which he is living. It is 
atmosphere altogether, nothing is con- 
sciously done by the child, but rather the 
books grow out of the walls of the room 
in which the child lives like patterns on 
the wall-paper, or hang from trees in the 
garden like shining fruit, or swim like 
gold fish in the bowl in the dining-room 
window. When a child has a _ very 
happy childhood and is surrounded by 
elders who are showering gifts and bene- 
dictions, when the air is filled with light 
and sun and health and everybody is 
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prosperous and successful, books are not 
needed; they come as a kind of extra 
pleasure, things to be looked for when 
one is tired of everything else, things 
rather to be patronized. 

My own life between those years hap- 
pened, through no fault of anybody’s, 
to be lonely and dismal and filled with 
alarums and excursions. I seemed sud- 
denly to grow old; the Hentys and the 
Grimms and the others were not enough 
for me, but the Vaniry Fares and the 
Barnasy Ronces (I remember especially 
trying Vaniry Far in a state of rebellion 
after what I thought was unjust punish- 
ment) were as yet too much for me. We 
lived at that time in an old dusty, 
crooked town whose streets were forever 
going uphill; I was left a great deal to 
my own devices, and having on one occa- 
sion just before Christmas a penny to 
spend I determined to buy a book. I had 
never quite independently of my own ac- 
count bought a book before; I didn’t think 
it would be difficult to buy a book for a 
penny; a penny seemed to me a good deal 
of money. I went into the shop and asked 
what book I might have for a penny. The 
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bookseller smiled and put in front of me 
a pile of thin little books bound in yellow 
paper. I can smell still the odd scent of 
those books, something musty like straw 
and pungent like cheese. I looked at 
them one after another and said that what 
I wanted was a story. I was quite clear 
that poetry would not do. The book- 
seller strongly recommended one, but when 
I found that it was written by the man 
whose works had already made two holi- 
days miserable by their compulsory com- 
panionship I shook my head. However, 
he almost forced it upon me and refused, 
I am happy now to remember, to take my 
penny. I took it home and that night, 
by the light of a guttering candle, began 
to read. At first there were difficulties ; 
the print was atrocious, very small and 
irregular, dark at one moment, faint at 
the other, and there were parallel columns 
to every page. But I struggled on; there 
was a curious sense of adventure connected 
with the affair; I had bought, or had at 
least tried to buy, this book with my very 
own money; the silence of the house all 
around me, the leaping flame of the candle, 
the cheesy smell of the brown cover, even 
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the very smallness of the print excited me; 
this was a new experience. And when I 
had persevered sufficiently I came to the 
scene in that book which tells of a mys- 
terious chapel and an ugly dwarf and a 
kneeling knight therein; a procession of 
beautiful ladies enters, and one of them, 
surely the most beautiful of them all, drops 
a rose at the feet of the kneeling knight. 
That was enough for me; that scene prom- 
ised me that for the rest of my days there 
should be always at my hand a land of 
escape and enchantment. I suspect that 
the first book to do this great service to 
one is very largely a matter of chance; 
I can imagine myself, a pale spectacled 
infant, absorbed by the wonders of 
Smiles’ Serr Hetp at just this time if 
the right kind of uncle, a very serious, 
lofty-minded man who had considerable 
influence over me, had been staying with 
us, or the works of Charlotte Mary Yonge, 
works that did, in fact, give me a great 
deal of rather tearful happiness, might 
have dominated my existence forever had 
an adorable aunt who was as generous- 
hearted as she was minute been my that- 
time hostess. Books, I have already said, 
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are at the beginning like fruits on a tree, 
almost all of them so inevitable, so bright 
and so shining, that the first to fall into 
one’s mouth is, nine times out of ten, the 
overwhelmingly important one. This, be it 
understood, always with that recognition 
of the division between the Romantics and 
the Realists that I have already mentioned. 

I shall have more to say about Scott in 
a moment, and as a matter of fact I did 
not at once plunge into the stream of the 
Waverleys; I fastened on to lesser gods. 
There was a gentleman called Marion 
Crawford (is he now altogether forgot- 
ten? I trust not) and, with sixpence now 
in my pocket, I purchased one day a thin 
volume with a red cover, lured to it simply 
by its entrancing title, Saracryesca. 
Was there ever a more beautiful-sounding 
title in the world? And for myself at least 
that lovely name was justified, for I found 
between those red covers a group of men 
and women as gallant and stately and 
courteous as were any of the figures in 
Tue Taisman, and they belonged, mar- 
vellous to relate, to one’s own time. I 
might find any day just such superb be- 
ings in the streets of my own crooked lit- 
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tle town. Judged by more mature stand- 
ards, these figures were perhaps just a 
little too superb and stately, but that did 
not bother me then; I lived for months in 
that fine Italian world, where the women 
moved so beautifully out of their dark 
sombre houses on their way to the con- 
fessional and the men fought duels with 
silent indifference that, to my young and 
uncontrolled habit of mind, seemed the 
perfection of conduct. Let me for an 
instant recall their names—Saracinesca, 
Sant? Ilario, Don Orsino, Corleone; are 
they not exquisitely rhythmical? 

And it was through these beautiful ro- 
mances that I made a yet more thrilling 
discovery, namely, the dark, spidery, 
musty-aired library which was to give me 
many more hours of ravishing enchant- 
ment than I can possibly now recall. 

Here, I suppose, should come that 
eternal question as to whether a child of 
tender years should be flung headlong into 
the whirlpool of books or no. I don’t 
know that nowadays the question is any 
longer urgent, children are so modern, 
have so much liberty, seem to know so 
clearly what they want that they read 
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what they please, I suppose. But when I 
was young, thirty years ago, there were 
the strongest views about this; certain 
books only must be read on Sunday and 
many books, of course, not at all, and it 
must have been just at this time that an 
aunt of mine discovered me with a cheap 
edition of Ouida’s Unper Two Furaes 
and burnt it publicly before the assembled 
family, afterwards restoring to me very 
ceremoniously the sixpence that I had 
spent upon it. Long years afterwards, 
when I had been browsing with complete 
freedom in this library of mine, I was 
scolded for peeping into Janz Eyrn, a 
book that I had, as a matter of fact, read 
from cover to cover long before. That 
was the way things were thirty years ago, 
but although I think that the library did 
no harm at all to my morals, it did dam- 
age me, perhaps, in another way—I read 
so fast and so furiously that I never 
stopped to think about what I had been 
reading. At the moment of freedom from 
school I plunged down side streets to the 
library, left the three volumes that I had 
borrowed a day or two before, climbed a 
wabbling ladder to the dark mysteries be- 
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neath the ceiling, and had a glorious dirty 
half hour of choosing and rejecting. 

It was a queer enough place. Its only 
daily point of vitality was at a small 
table in the centre of a room where re- 
posed a dozen or so of the more recent 
books. For the town subscribers to the 
library this was the only interesting spot 
in the room, for the lady librarian also. 
She was a dark, heavy, pale-faced woman 
whose shadow will forever hover, I fancy, 
around the memory of all the marvellous 
books that I read at that time. I am 
perhaps to-day the human being in all 
the world who has the most vivid picture 
of her. She played a fine game at that 
table, a game of allotting and depriving, 
a snobbish game, I fear, of keeping the 
best books for the best people. She would 
sit upon a choice new volume rather than 
deliver it over into the hands of some one 
socially unworthy of it. These were the 
days of the early Barries, of Crockett and 
Weyman and Mrs. Humphry Ward, sim- 
ple days they must seem to our sophisti- 
cated modern reader who enjoys his James 
Joyce and Virginia Woolf. It is a proud 
thought for the modern day to think that 
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this good librarian, were she now en- 
throned behind that little table, would be 
sitting on Unysszs instead of Marcrnya. 

That table meant little or nothing to 
me; I was gloriously balanced on the un- 
certain ladder shaking dust from the 
bodies of Bage and Ferrier, Godwin and 
Henry Mackenzie, Eugéne Sue (I read the 
whole of Tor WanpERING Jew in a week) 
and G. P. R. James. I had no guide to 
any of these things; I had at this time 
read no books of literary criticism, I had 
no notion of anyone’s dates or character- 
istics or personal histories, I simply nuz- 
zled and nuzzled and chewed and chewed. 
I have said already that the danger of this 
proceeding was that I never stopped to 
think. I found Frankenstein and A 
Foo. or Quatiry and THe Romance or 
THE Forrest (Heaven’s blessings on Mrs. 
Radcliffe) and Sypney Bmpvurpn all 
equally good and splendid. The dust hov- 
ered in clouds about my devoted head, the 
ladder quivered and quivered again as 
though with sympathetic agitation at my 
ecstasies, the Canons and the Canons?’ 
wives came in, fought their battles over 
the newer books and retreated, the after- 
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noon passed and the night wore on, and 
just before closing time I would be seen 
emerging surreptitiously as though I had 
committed some crime, my face grimed, 
my school cap awry, and Destiny in three 
stout volumes under my arm. 

I don’t know, in fact, at what period in 
a reader’s life the critical faculty should 
begin to have its sway. I have headed 
this section of my Essay Reapine For 
Foun simply because the critical faculty 
during this period had no sway at all. 
There is, of course, fun in being critical, 
some of the best fun in the world, but it 
is fun that comes later on, I fancy, when 
that first youthful confidence in an au- 
thor’s infallibility has wistfully passed 
away. Although I was now fourteen or 
fifteen years of age books still seemed to 
grow like bright fruit on trees. If a 
reader has a fine mind he will, I imagine, 
very early in his reading history perceive 
the essential difference between, say, PripE 
AND Presupice and INHERITANCE or be- 
tween Tur ANTIquARY and ANNALS OF 
THE ParisH. The truly critical reader be- 
gins his business from the very first, dis- 
criminating, for instance, between the first 
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Auicr and the second, and if he has that 
kind of reading mind he must lose some 
of that trusting enjoyment that goes with 
the other kind of reading. On the other 
hand, the trouble with the ecstatic reader 
is that he continues ecstatic in all proba- 
bility until the end of his days, and there 
is something not a little foolish about an 
ecstatic, uncritical old man. There are 
- some splendid persons, of course—Pro- 
fessor Saintsbury is a marvellous example 
of them—who, throughout their lives, keep 
both their ecstasy and their critical judg- 
ment running side by side, but ordinary 
mortals must for the most part make their 
choice. In that dusty, dishevelled library 
I once and for all made mine. 

To every reader just at this time there 
comes, I think, some dominating influence, 
and this solves, partly, the question as to 
whether he will be in later life an esthetic 
or unesthetic reader. In the main, of 
course, because every reader who is the real 
thing has an appreciation for all sorts, 
Beaudelaire as well as Hugo, Schiller as 
well as Goethe, Smollett as well as Henry 
James. But the dominating influence is 
what finally tells; mine was Walter Scott. 

22 


READING 


It is the fashion now, I know, to sneer 
at Scott, to declare him unread and un- 
readable, to laugh at his anachronisms, 
to be appalled by his cumbrous sentences, 
to shudder before his simpering heroes, 
to be aghast at his material view. These 
things run in cycles; we are just now all 
for sophistication, for technique and ar- 
rangement and for a proper dignity in 
letters, but some day some one will come 
along who will clear away a little of the 
clambering ivy and the twisting weeds that 
have grown thick about the stones of that 
splendid old building. An enormous amount 
of critical self-satisfied cliché has to be 
thrown away, and then with a new view 
there will be astonishment, I fancy, for a 
good many people. 

As I have already said, I had at the 
beginning to fight against that accursed 
habit of giving Waverley novels to help- 
less small boys as holiday tasks, and even 
after my magnificent discovery of Tur 
Tazisman I did not immediately pursue 
the adventure. It was during a Christ- 
mas holiday in a Cornish rectory where I 
was left a great deal to my own devices 
that I discovered once and for all that row 
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of red, dumpy volumes with the white 
labels and the steel plates (the only true 
edition for any Scott lover), and so, tak- 
ing them one after another into an attic 
thick with the smell of apples and its win- 
dows spider-webbed, plunged headlong. 
Because I had an uncritical mind none 
of it was dreary to me. From the long 
introductory chapters in Waver try to 
the halting pathetic last pages of CasTLE 
Dancerovus I gloried in every word. It 
is true that I stumbled over some of the 
introductory prefaces with their long 
Scotch words and their curiously named 
doctors, pedants and schoolmasters, but 
the very cloudy mystification of these 
pages enchanted me. ‘The stories when 
they emerged seemed to come, as they 
should do, from dark and musty chambers 
rather like the old library that I have al- 
ready described. At first the English his- 
torical novels, Ivannor, KenttwortsH and 
the rest, were the most absorbing, but 
soon, like every true Scott lover, the 
Scotch novels led all the others. Only the 
last chapters of Tue Hxarr or Mrp- 
LOTHIAN irritated me, and I learnt to hold 
my hand at Jeanie’s return from London 
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and leave the rest unread. It was the 
exuberance of it all, I think, that caused 
my completest capture; character sprang 
out of the ground on every side of one, 
and the smallest, most insignificant figure 
had only to appear and suggest in a few 
spoken words or a description of a line or 
two an infinite vitality. Some of the heroes 
were simpletons, of course, Waverley and 
Henry Morton and Bertram and Nigel, 
but they mattered very slightly. Some- 
times they occupied too much space; if 
only that great man could return and 
give us three whole volumes about Dandy 
Dinmont and his family and nobody else 
at all! But I had my own resource for 
that, and Dinmont and Edie Ochiltree and 
Dalgetty and Nicol Jarvie and even Peter 
Peebles have histories that extend far be- 
yond the written page. 

It was with Scott, moreover, that a new 
and important development in my read- 
ing occurred. As I have said, I had never 
as yet considered the existence of the au- 
thor behind the book; one’s reading would 
perhaps be the finer if that happy state 
could continue to the end, if one knew 
nothing about Milton’s patient daughters, 
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or Byron’s adventures in Italy, or Shel- 
ley’s Harriet, or Keats’ Fanny Brawne, 
or Tolstoi’s escape from his domesticity, 
or Hugo’s pomposities, or George Eliot’s 
horse-like countenance. I don’t know how 
this may be; in any case readers have no 
choice in these days of crowding personal 
biographies. I was lucky, I fancy, to have 
Scott for my first personal encounter. 
Somebody gave me a little, shabby, trun- 
cated Lockhart, and the excitement of 
that story was as intense as any of the 
novels. I took, of course, furiously Scott’s 
side, I could have wrung the necks of the 
Ballantynes, and when a little later I read 
the two volumes of the Journat (enough 
for Scott’s immortal fame had there never 
been any novels) his tragic crisis was so 
vivid to me that for weeks afterwards it 
was as though my closest friend had lost 
his money, his wife and his health in one 
overwhelming catastrophe, and I power- 
less to assist him. But best of all, of 
course, were those earlier days of pros- 
perity, the grand house rising so mag- 
nificent above the Tweed, guests, Kings 
and Princes, the finest writers in England, 
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the most enchanting ladies coming in a 
fine crowd to pay their homage; and then, 
best touch of all, the Ettrick shepherd or 
Tom Purdie having a crack with their 
friend as though there had never been 
any fine people there at all. 

At any rate, for good or for ill, I knew 
what I wanted now, both from life and 
from reading. 

So far novels and romances had been my 
only food. Reading must be a personal 
adventure or the salt goes out of it, and 
any acquaintance with poetry that I had 
was thrust on me from outside, either in 
the forced learning of Wordsworth or 
Campbell in dreary hours at school or in 
the superior remarks of some elder: “I 
can’t think why you must be forever 
reading stories when there are so many 
better things. .. .” 

Well, I wasn’t going to be driven into 
it that way, but, of course, as though the 
patron saint of all readers has his eye 
eternally alert, the right moment came in 
the only possible way. ‘ 

I was staying with an uncle at Canter- 
bury for the Christmas holidays; it was 
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a snowy afternoon and, going by chance 
into a bookshop, I found three thick little 
books in a binding new to me, the first 
volumes, I was told, of a wonderful new 
series. ‘They were cheap, they were thick, 
they were seductive; the series was named 
Tur Wortp’s Cuassics, and the three 
volumes that I then purchased and took 
home with me were Hazlitt’s Essays, Poe’s 
Taxes and Porms by Kzars. I went back 
to the warm, thickly curtained library and 
sat over the fire. My uncle’s house 
abutted on the Cathedral, and as I read 
the organ was rumbling and humming as 
though it were in the very room with me. 
Although I could not see it, I knew that 
the snow was falling thickly beyond the 
windows; in the next room they were hang- 
ing holly over the pictures. I think almost 
any book in the world would have been 
entrancing to me that afternoon, but when 
I began On Gorne a Journey and passed 
from that to Tue Inpran Juccriers I 
knew a richness of satisfaction that was 
quite astounding in its surprise. I read 
on and on and then, passing from one 
thick volume to the other, began: 
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Deep in the shady sadness of a vale 

Far sunken from the healthy breath of morn, 

Far from the fiery noon, and eve’s one star, 

Sat grey-hair’d Saturn, quiet as a stone, 

Still as the silence round about his lair; 

Forest on forest hung about his head 

Like cloud on cloud. No stir of air was 
there, 

Not so much life as on a summer’s day 

Robs not one light seed from the feather’d 
grass, 

But where the dead leaf fell, there did it rest. 

A stream went voiceless by, still deaden’d 
more 

By reason of his fallen divinity 

Spreading a shade: the Naiad ’mid her reeds 

Press’d her cold finger closer to her lips. 


Then I knew that something magical 
had indeed happened to me and that life 
would now be twice as rich as ever it had 
been before but that the period of Reading 
for Fun was over. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
READING FOR EDUCATION 


F all the snobberies common to man 

the literary variation is, I think, the 
least harmful. That is, I suppose, be- 
cause it is really based on a love of beau- 
tiful things, yet a great many very fine 
and handsome readers are quite innocent 
of it. I divided, at the beginning of my 
Essay, nursery readers into the two grand 
divisions of Romantics and Realists, and 
now the time has come for a later division 
into the two great nationalities of the 
Sophisticated and the Unsophisticated, 
and one of the principal characteristics 
of the Sophisticated is that they have been 
all at one time or another literary snobs. 

I like to think of the Unsophisticated ; 
charming and happy creatures, they are 
seeking only to gratify their simple and 
sensuous emotions, passing from the two- 
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pence-coloured pamphlets through the 
swashbuckling romances of the great 
Dumas or the happy family chronicles of 
the author of THe Here or ReEpDcLIFFE, 
or the poetry of Mrs. Hemans, Longfellow 
and Sir Edwin Arnold to the mature, un- 
critical happiness of anything that seems 
to them real and true and beautiful. It 
is the fashion in the more superior literary 
journals of our time to sneer at the Un- 
sophisticated; almost nothing is done for 
their reading by these journals. Because 
they are moved by Longfellow as well as 
by Tennyson, by Mrs. Humphry Ward 
equally with Jane Austen, by the latest 
successful novel of the day and by Mr. 
De La Mare’s fairy stories at one and 
the same time, therefore little articles are 
written making fun of them, sarcastic 
poems are composed in their honour by 
very clever young poets, and the true love 
of literature is said to be quite beyond 
their experience. 

But is it? Because the Unsophisticated 
have never considered whether their read- 
ing is good form or no is merely an argu- 
ment in favour of their honesty; the Un- 
sophisticated indeed have no opportunity 
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of being anything but honest. There are 
times perhaps when they are shy of their 
appreciation, when some very clever rela- 
tion has raised an eyebrow at their en- 
thusiasms or some young critic has been 
entertained at dinner and has listened to 
them with that superior tolerance that is 
so natural an attitude for young critics. 
They blush then a little, they hedge a. trifle 
perhaps, they try hurriedly to summon 
to their memories any works with fine- 
sounding titles that have given them 
pleasure, but their innocent attempts at 
such snobbery are happily short-lived, 
their true enthusiasms will keep breaking 
through, and it is no more possible for 
them to disown their favourites than it 
is for Mr. Walkley, say, to pretend an 
ignorance of the works of Aristophanes or 
Marcel Proust. 

How different are the Sophisticated! I 
would not for a moment deny them their 
virtues; it may well be that it is in their 
hands that the true growth of literature 
lies, for they are the ones ever on the 
lookout for the latest superior thing, and 
as the latest superior thing will almost cer- 
tainly sell very few copies indeed it is the 
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Sophisticated alone who are able to 
nourish its life and keep it fed and housed 
until the wide world is ready to recognize 
its importance. 

The Reading of the very young Sophis- 
ticated, however, is not as a rule concerned 
with contemporary genius. He must first 
be fed on all the earlier superior works, 
and it is at this stage in his Reading that 
the temptation to snobbery will attack 
him most severely. The youthful Reader 
of seventeen or eighteen, when he first 
sniffs the delightful airs of fine writing, 
will discover immediately that he is dif- 
ferent from many of his companions. I 
had only to taste Hazlitt, Keats, and some 
of the Elizabethan dramatists to find that 
I was considered by some of my con- 
temporaries to be a rather superior per- 
son. ‘This had never occurred to me be- 
fore; indeed during my reading of Scott 
and some of the early nineteenth-century 
novelists I was thought to be rather stupid 
and sadly behind the times, but I found 
that for some mysterious reason my liking 
for Hazlitt’s Essays and Lamb’s Letters 
and yet more my rather nightmarish 
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pleasure in the plays of Webster and Ford 
moved me into another world. I was im- 
mensely pleased by this; I had always 
thought myself rather unusual, and had 
never quite understood why it was that I 
was not more generally considered so. A 
new subtle element crept into my Reading; 
I enjoyed Hazlitt and Lamb, of course, 
that first thrill on that Christmas eve- 
ning had been far too authentic to be 
doubted, but I began now to read under 
the observation of others, and I began, 
worst of all, to read things because they 
were difficult, and to fancy that I under- 
stood them when most assuredly I did not. 

Every generation provides for its 
literary young its own especially difficult 
tests ; to-day it may be that the poems of 
Doughty or Mr. T. S. Eliot are the par- 
ticular temptations; twenty years ago 
SorpELLo and the novels of Meredith were 
still fresh enough to serve that purpose. 
Sorpet1o I read while I was still at school 
from beginning to end, and I did, I think, 
obtain a sort of confused pleasure from 
it. Fine words stuck eut like plums in a 
pudding here and there; I had a glorious 
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picture in my mind of an Italian night 
piece with rude battlements and towers, 
fires flashing, the clashing of arms in the 
invisible dark and Sordello himself some- 
where singing his songs. If I had been 
content with that no harm was done, but 
I pretended to myself as well as to others 
that I understood every word of it, and I 
am still able to blush at the recollection 
of an unhappy evening when an old fierce 
professor of my father’s college produced 
a page of it and challenged me to in- 
terpret! 

But the devil of this business is that 
once falseness has crept in there is no 
stopping it. A true Reader, that is, one 
to whom books are like bottles of whiskey 
to the inebriate, to whom anything that 
is between covers has a sort of intoxicating 
savour, is unable often to distinguish be- 
tween that same love of a book as a book 
and the real grasping of it as an indi- 
vidual creation. In some mysterious 
fashion all books that were considered 
westhetically superior had from that very 
consideration a fascinating shape and 
colour. I remember that I carried about 
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with me at this time an old volume of 
Landor’s Genzir, only because I had under- 
stood that it was something that almost 
nobody had read and that it was only 
appreciated by the very finest spirits. Yes, 
I carried it about with me, but at this 
time did not read a word of it, always 
intending to, loving to see it there lying 
on my table like some mysterious orchid, 
and loving it especially when some one 
picked it up, examined it and wondered 
that I could be so wise. 

These are lamentable confessions, but I 
suspect that most readers have one day or 
another known something of the kind, and 
after all who can tell but that there may 
not be something not quite dishonourable 
about it; who knows but that the books 
themselves are not working actively in the 
matter? SorDELLO, it is true, I have never 
quite heartily liked, too much manner and 
too little matter perhaps, something of 
literary snobbishness on Browning’s own 
part somewhere, but Grzrre had not to 
wait so very long before my affectation 
changed into something most truthful and 
sincere. Do you remember: 
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Now disappear the Liparean isles 

Behind, and forward hang the Etrurian 
coasts, 

Verdant with privet and with juniper. 

Now faith is plighted: piled on every hearth, 

Crackle the consecrated branches, heard 

Propitious, and from vases rough embost 

Through the light ember falls the bubbling 
wine 

And now the chariot of the sun descends! 

The waves rush hurried from the foaming 
steeds: 

Smoke issues from their nostrils at the gate; 

Which, when we enter, with huge golden bar 

Atlas and Calpe close across the main. 


The final lure for my snobbery, however, 
was nothing so innocent as Gesir, but 
rather the overwhelming personality and 
power of George Meredith. Every literary 
age has, of course, its own especial 
fetiches; the fetich of to-day, I fancy, is 
the poetry of Thomas Hardy, and there 
is, I am sure, many a young snob at 
Oxford and Cambridge at this particular 
moment who, just as the medieval hermit 
forced himself into his hair shirt, is driving 
into his young consciousness a determined 
admiration for those marvellously crabbed 
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and gnarled poems. Meredith’s novels 
twenty years ago were far from being re- 
mote as in so many ways they are to-day. 
He was unpopular, he was a rebel, he was 
a creator of glorious women, he wrote in 
a difficult and richly-tangled prose. One 
of the unquestioned results of the Euro- 
pean war is that we are turning more and 
more towards honest simplicity in our 
Reading. Defoe and Swift and Jane Aus- 
ten, John Clare and Barnes and their kind, 
are now our heroes and heroines, and I 
venture to prophesy that the young author 
of Lapy into Fox will prove to be the 
ancestor of many a tale almost as simple 
if not quite as innocent as THE FarrcHiip 
Famity. But twenty years ago we were 
still caught in the web of all the fine affec- 
tations of the ’nineties, and at Cambridge, 
at least, it was still unaffected to believe 
nakedly in affectation. 

I certainly had no consciousness that 
my Meredithian fervour was insincere. It 
began quite definitely on a fine summer’s 
afternoon in Cambridge when my father 
and mother, sitting under a hedge in a 
field, read Tur Ecorst, the one to the 
other. I, near at hand, heard my father 
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consider Meredith’s “difficulty,” and from 
that moment I was caught. It is quite 
true to say that THE Ecorst won me to 
a new conception of the possibilities of 
fiction. The novels hitherto known to me 
had been concerned in the main with ex- 
ternal action, and although that action 
might not be very important, as, for in- 
stance, in the stories of Jane Austen, when 
the principal excitement was a ball in the 
Bath Assembly Rooms or the expectation 
of a proposal of marriage, nevertheless 
the characters moved, there was changing 
background, people were clothed in definite 
costumes. Now in Tue Eeoist nothing 
external was of importance compared with 
the manceuvres of heart and soul. It is 
true that Clara Middleton attempted to 
run away, that Doctor Middleton enjoyed 
his wine, and that in Crossjay there was a 
real living kicking schoolboy, but no physi- 
cal movement compared for excitement 
with the spiritual state of the characters ; 
Sir Willoughby was the thing, and as his 
soul was revealed to you it was like a 
bird’s-eye view of a new and marvellous 
country. This book I loved and with, I 
think, a true appreciation of what was 
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grand in it, but I can see now on looking 
back that there was a terrible deal of 
unreality about my passion for some of 
the others. Oddly enough, the one that I 
cared for most truly after Tue Eeoist 
was the most difficult of all, One or Our 
Conquerors, and I shall always think un- 
til I die the heroine of that book the 
princess of English beauties. Evan Har- 
RINGTON entertained me, and the first half 
of Tur Amazine Marriace will have for 
me always a strange mountainous haunt- 
ing beauty lovely in its dim retrospect. But 
Harry Ricumonp and Virroria and THE 
Tracic ComEpIAN, and even the famous 
Diana herself, were difficult work; I never 
really believed in them, and I fought my 
way through their pages like Jabberwock 
in his forest. But did I honestly say so? 
No, alas! I did not; I made it my test 
of everyone I met as to whether they read 
Meredith or no, and if they did not my 
eyebrows went up in a surprised distress, 
and I hurriedly but pointedly and a little 
pityingly turned the conversation into 
other directions. There were at the same 
time other servants of my affectation; 
Walter Pater was one of them, Francis 
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Thompson a second, Beddoes a_ third. 
Pater, fifteen years later, I was to recap- 
ture with a fresh sense of delighted dis- 
covery, although even now I feel that there 
is inside him a cool green slab of marble, 
such as Browning’s Bishop ordered for 
his tomb, instead of a heart. I have yet 
a notebook filled with my literary dicta 
of that time, extracts from Dreatu’s Jest 
Boox are scattered like freckles all over 
the paper, and I write about Tur Hounp 
or Heaven as though I were in truth 
Thompson’s one worthy reader. I had a 
very small library at this time, but my 
fine poets and dramatists, my superior 
essayists and one or two French novels 
(the last almost entirely unintelligible to 
me) were arranged ostentatiously upon 
my shelves; I was always vexed did any- 
one come into my room and not notice 
them. 

I was saved from hopeless ruin by the 
intrusion of Carlyle and by a sudden 
panic-driven suspicion that I was com- 
pletely uneducated. I wonder how many 
readers in his own good time Carlyle has 
thus saved, and I wonder, too, at what 
stage in life as a rule the idle lotus-eating 
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reader has been conscious of this sudden 
thirst for education. 

We are told constantly about the many 
serious people who from their earliest 
years read only for education. They be- 
gin apparently with Mrs. Taylor’s Cav- 
TIONARY TALES, pass on through Lives 
or THE Saints into a full enjoyment of 
the Classics, thence slide gently into Kant 
and Schopenhauer, disport themselves 
freely among comparative religions and, 
at the age of twenty-one, are fine, tabulat- 
ing, reasoning creatures about whom 
there is no nonsense and for whom noth- 
ing in life holds a mystery. And indeed 
the last thing that I intend to do is to 
sneer. I have never known what it is to 
be a student of anything, I have never 
had the clear-headedness, the application, 
the austerity of life, and, moreover, it is 
absurd to pretend, as I have seen men do, 
that it is impossible to obtain fine ecstasy 
from the works of Kant and Schopenhauer 
and the intricate conclusions of Bergson 
and Einstein. I incline my head before 
brains of such calibre, and we all know 
that it is the most learned philosophers 
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and mathematicians who delight in fairy 
stories and detective tales. 

The difficulty is that to be deliberately 
self-educative limits sadly one’s unself- 
consciousness. As soon as I discovered 
that I ought to be better educated I began 
priggishly to consider what would be the 
books that would educate me best, and 
that deliberation hindered, deny it as I 
might, my innocent pleasure. 

There were, for instance, the Classics. 
I had learnt, like most English public 
schoolboys at that time, nothing at all at 
school. I had spent week after week over 
the parsing of ten lines of Euripides or 
Virgil, I had been kept in for many a sunny 
afternoon because of the wrong placing 
of a Greek accent, I had constructed with 
infinite difficulty some of the worst Latin 
verses known to man, but no single human 
soul during all those eight years at school 
had given me any sense at all of the glow- 
ing excitement of Homer, the quiet pas- 
toral beauty of Virgil, or the human drama 
of Euripides. I was to discover Homer 
years later from Chapman, and Euripides 
from Gilbert Murray, and A‘schylus from 
the Loeb Library, but at this time the 
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whole classical world was a dim, mist- 
shadowed country surrounded with a kind 
of Chinese wall of impossible grammar 
and long accent-haunted sentences. Of 
Philosophy I knew nothing at all, of His- 
tory only some sensational episodes, and 
of foreign languages enough to translate 
a page of Tarrarin with difficult imac- 
curacy, and a scene of Schiller into stiff, 
lop-sided sentences. 

It is perhaps worth while to pause here 
for a moment and consider a specimen of 
the perfectly educated Reader, partly be- 
cause in any discourse on Reading he as- 
suredly deserves a place, and partly be- 
cause it is only just that I should present 
a type so far away from my own. A 
W: (I know that if he sees this and 
recognises himself he will forgive me) must 
from the very earliest age have been a 
perfect specimen of the Educated Reader. 
He always loved books and truly loved 
them, but never allowed himself any heady 
enthusiasm about them. I did not know 
him as a boy, but I am sure that whether 
it was Henty or Baines Read or Hans 
Andersen that he was reading he read 
like a little spider sitting in the centre 
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of his web and waiting for the right fly 
to come to him. He must have always had 
that gift for exactly extracting from his 
material the essential food for his precise 
need. On Henty he would nourish his 
desire for facts, with Hans Andersen and 
Grimm he would encourage his need for the 
fantastic, with Baines Read he would study 
that queer thing Boy. 

It was a classical mind that he really 
had, but he knew something about mathe- 
matics and chemistry, modern languages 
and the literature of sport, and from all 
these he gathered just enough and no 
more. If his real love was for classical 
literature he very soon became aware that 
it would not be truly educative to permit 
its fascination to enchant him too com- 
pletely. He went through Eton and 
Oxford, I believe, as a most brilliant classi- 
cal scholar, but he would always make it 
his business to talk to the men whom he 
met on their subjects and not on his own 
in order that he might never pass an hour 
that should not inform him about some- 
thing. When I first met him I was still 
in my heady condition of admiring only 
the best literature. I remember during the 
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first evening that we spent together his 
polite interest in my Swinburne and Ros- 
setti enthusiasms, and indeed he was so 
kind and attentive that I soon passed to 
my genuine love for Scott and the early 
nineteenth-century novelists and essayists. 
You might have thought to listen to him 
that he had never read a line of anything, 
and that for the first time in his life it 
occurred to him that it was very impor- 
tant that he should know more about the 
Waverley novels and Hazlitt and Lamb. 
He listened to me most deferentially, and 
when at last I ventured to say something 
about Greek literature he waved me at once 
away as though that were a subject in 
which he had not the slightest interest. 
It was only afterwards, when I visited 
his astonishing and marvellously arranged 
library and heard from others of his as- 
tounding universal erudition, that I 
blushed for my self-confident natveté. How, 
I thought, he must have mocked at me in 
private, how childish and ignorant he 
must have considered me. But there I 
believe that I did him an injustice; he 
may well have been amazed at my confused 
and ill-ordered mind, but he probably in 
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the course of the evening acquired one or 
two facts that were useful to him about 
Walter Scott, and although he had, I 
think, no more than the average amount of 
self-conceit, he was so well accustomed to 
finding every brain disordered and ig- 
norant in comparison with his own that 
I was for him no novelty. 

He was an extreme and brilliant exam- 
ple of the kind of Reader concerning 
whose merits I can never quite make up 
my mind. One sees them everywhere, note- 
book in pocket, furrowed brow and a sort 
of Extension-Lecture attitude to the 
world. It is the Reader of this sort who 
underlines with thick pencil marks the 
books that he reads, and comments down 
the side of the page on misprints, topo- 
graphical inaccuracies and foolish philos- 
ophies. I am a little prejudiced against 
this kind, I think, because he is the terror 
of the novelist, is forever writing letters 
to say that the moon has risen on some 
occasion when it should not, and that it 
would be impossible for the hero to 
arrive by such and such a train from such 
and such a place. I once, I remember, 
received fifty or sixty letters pointing out 
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that a lady in one of my novels has a 
moustache on one page and none at all 
on another, and I was blamed from many 
quarters of the country on another occa- 
sion because my hero resident in Cornwall 
read the Morning Post at breakfast. 

The danger of being too thoroughly 
educated in your reading is that education 
becomes with you a vice, you dare not 
read anything by chance lest you should 
be wasting the time over a poor book 
that you ought to be giving to a good 
one. It is very hard too if you are a 
really educated Reader to avoid an atti- 
tude of superiority to all other Readers. 
Educated critics are, I think, the worst 
of all in this; of course you may have so 
lively a fancy for the foibles of human 
nature that, as with Sir Edmund Gosse, 
for instance, your educated pages are 
everywhere enlightened with human ob- 
servations, or you may, like Mr. A. C., 
Bradley, be a genius of your kind and so 
above all human laws. But the ordinary 
educated critic is often a nuisance both 
to writers and to readers because his own 
education is of so much more importance 
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to him than the glorious excitement of 
literature. 

When I discovered the horrible facts 
about my own lack of education I hurried 
tumultuously, as many another Reader 
has done, to improve myself. I laid 
down a schedule of daily reading, I deter- 
mined that no more works of fiction should 
lie in my hands for years to come save 
possibly on Sundays, for an hour before 
breakfast I would read the Classics, in the 
morning when my regular University work 
was over I would study philosophy, in the 
evening modern languages should be my 
delight. The difficulty about the Classics, 
I soon discovered, was that I was still 
in the stage of Fourth Form knowledge, 
that is, I could translate with the aid of 
a dictionary at the rate of about ten lines 
an hour. The natural sequence of this 
was that I was an easy prey to cribs; cribs 
of the superior kind were in fact so fas- 
cinating that the original Greek and Latin 
were soon left far behind, and it did not 
seem necessary to go back and pick them 
up again when one knew so exactly what 
it was that they were trying to say. 
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The trouble with the philosophy, on the 
other hand, was that it was either so 
simple as to seem childish, or so difficult 
as to be unintelligible. Philosophy needed, 
I discovered, a particular absorption of 
mind that was not apparently mine. When 
I had read a page or two of Hegel, we will 
say, my thoughts began to wander so 
destructively that I had to begin from the 
beginning again. Nietzsche seemed to me 
comparatively straightforward, but then 
I did not believe in anything that he said. 
And that was a further difficulty. When 
I had understood a little of the philosophy 
presented to me, my own natural philos- 
ophy, although obviously jejune and 
childish, was the only one that appeared 
to answer my particular case. My stature 
was simply not tall enough for these fine 
overwhelming systems, and I felt as I al- 
ways feel in the Swiss mountains, that my 
own English lakes are really more my own 
size. 

With the modern languages my educa- 
tion was a little more satisfactory. If 
my memory is clear I made a miraculous 
leap from the painful line-by-line elucida- 
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tion of my school Tartarrin into the very 
arms of Balzac himself. It seems incred- 
ible, but I believe that quite suddenly and 
as it were by a sort of divine dispensation 
I had a clear understanding of the by no 
means uncomplicated finances of that 
citizen of Paris. I don’t know how it hap- 
pened, I have never, as a matter of fact, 
been able to read any other French quite 
so easily as the French of Balzac; his 
French is, I believe, not difficult, although 
clumsy and cumbrous; I only know that 
when I read Balzac in translation I do 
not feel that I am gaining anything or 
that I have missed very much of the 
French, whereas when I read Mr. Scott 
Moncrieff’s marvellous translation of 
Proust I realize that in the original I 
simply understood nothing at all. In any 
case, with this discovery that I could 
understand Balzac there came a great leap 
forward in my educational reading; snob- 
bery again, I suppose, and I must confess 
that at this distance of time it is very 
difficult to dissever the pride in my under- 
standing any language whatever in its 
original from the real happiness that I 
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caught from the art of the books that I 
was reading. 

But how many Readers really love the 
literature of a foreign country, whatever 
they may pretend? Certain great writers 
—Goethe, Dostoievsky, Balzac, Cervantes, 
Dante, Tolstoi—become by a kind of gi- 
gantic simplicity world voices, and no one 
may flatter himself with any especial credit 
for catching at least an echo of their in- 
tention. But this other business of under- 
standing the literature of another country 
better than your own, that must surely 
in all sincerity be very rare. With paint- 
ing and music, of course not; many a 
minor French painter has captured beauty 
for all the world to see, and music is surely 
a universal language. But when we come 
to this intricate twisting, elusive tangle of 
words life is not nearly long enough for 
the beginning of knowledge of our own. 
In that very strangeness of a foreign 
tongue there lurks, I suppose, magic, and 
I can remember that the first time that 
T heard some one in Moscow recite a poem 
of Pushkin’s I was enchanted. But I was 
enchanted by the power of music only, 
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whereas when I read Tintern ABBEY or 
Tue OpE To THE Sxkytark, or THE 
Scuoiar Grrsy or Crashaw’s Fiamine 
Heart, I have the music and then beyond 
that the contact with the soul, intellectual, 
physical and spiritual, of the artist. 

Even the most perfect translation wins 
you only halfway. The most perfect 
translations in my time in English have 
been Constance Garnett’s editions of 
Tolstoi, Turgeniev and Tchekhov, and 
Scott Moncrieff’s Marcel Proust, to which 
I have already alluded. How marvellous 
Mrs. Garnett’s translation of Dostoievsky 
is anyone who has the slightest knowledge 
of the original will eagerly recognise, but 
inevitably so much, so very much, is lost 
by the mere sound of the words. Her 
translation of War anp Pxace is a mas- 
terpiece, but Vorna © Mir and then War 
AND Prace—does not the title drop in 
translation into a world of flattened inten- 
sity? So that it is, I fancy, a few great 
masters alone who push triumphantly over 
their country’s surroundings, and even 
there, fate is so strange, it is still credi- 
bly held on the Continent, I believe, that 
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our greatest three writers are Shake- 
speare, Byron and Oscar Wilde, with 
Dickens a languishing fourth and Thack- 
eray and Fielding nowhere at all, and one 
has only to talk to an educated French- 
man or Russian to discover an astonish- 
ment that we consider Thomas Hardy one 
of our finest novelists. 

I suspect then that for most of us, if we 
are honest, our foreign reading is pursued 
mainly because it is educational and not 
because we love it. French novels were 
a good deal read, I fancy, in the ’nineties 
in England because of their salacity, by 
ladies upon whose hands time hung heavily, 
but of course that could be so no longer 
in this our day, when our own novels go 
so beautifully far in that direction. 

But the education demon, when he has 
once poked his nose into our reading, never 
quite leaves us again; it is he who finally 
once and forever has driven us out of that 
Elysian garden where once we read only 
for fun. I have in front of me now a lit- 
tle yellow-coloured paper upon which 
twenty years ago I wrote these serious 
words :— 
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To BE READ BEFORE THE END OF Marcu 


Pater ... . “The Renaissance.” 
“Marius the Epicurean.” 
Carlyle .. . “Frederick the Great.” 


“Past and Present.” 
“Oliver Cromwell.” 
Nietzsche . . “Thus Spake Zarathustra.” 
Bury .... . “Medieval History.” 
PO foie ss pe, LETTE,” 
“baeris.” 
Wilberforce . . Sermons (six volumes). 
Beowulf 
Calderon . . . Plays. 
Stendhal . . . “Le Rouge et le Noir.” 


What a touching and admirable list this 
is! How moving the insertion of La 
Terre into the middle of it, how wide 
and admirable a field it covers! But the 
pale spectre of Duty hanging over it rids 
it of all its charm. History especially 
suffered from my stern educational prin- 
ciples—History that should be the most 
glorious, captivating and moving of all 
the written arts after Poetry, and yet 
apparently the most difficult of all to 
achieve successfully. I was reading dur- 
ing these years for honours in History 
and was rewarded at the last with the 
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fine distinction of obtaining no marks at 
all in the Ancient History paper, and that 
was partly, I remember, because we had 
to study among many other things the 
details of Napoleon’s 1814 campaign. As 
the lean kine swallowed up the fat in the 
Bible so did the minutiw of these months 
in Napoleon’s career swallow up all the 
rest of my historical studies. We had to 
follow from day to day and even from 
hour to hour every movement in that 
wonderful drama, every road and every 
village became vivid to me, military orders 
and private letters, unimportant officials, 
details of dress, colds and coughs and 
sudden headaches, here was a world into 
which I could plunge myself with under- 
standing. But these other arrays of dates 
and national movements and successions 
of kings and princes, it was all the mere 
scaffolding of life to me. One short 
hour in the career of Pericles, could I 
have truly perceived it, meant more to 
me than all the struggles of Sparta. No, 
it was of no use to make me educational, 
I simply had neither the brain nor the 
patience. 

My final vision of myself during this 
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strenuous time of progress is not a 
splendid one. I am a schoolmaster, by 
what whim of fate who can tell? Rows 
of tousel-headed boys are waiting for a 
lesson in French grammar, and now I 
begin: “This morning I will tell you a 
story and you will deliver up to me next 
lesson a translation of this in your best 
French—‘A few years ago, on a dark 
and windy evening in Paris, a tall man, 
his face hidden in a black coat, might be 
observed passing swiftly down a side 
street’ ee 

Yes, very sad. I was a schoolmaster for 
the merest year; education with me had 


sadly failed. 





CHAPTER THREE 
READING FOR LOVE 


ND so at last one has learnt how to 
read, only for oneself, of course. 
What one has truly learnt perhaps, if 
honesty is the only wear, is that one will 
never for the rest of one’s days become a 
Reader of the finest class, never one of 
those splendid persons who are orderly, 
systematic and philosophical, and never 
one, I suspect, with that fine impeccable 
taste that can sift at once the chaff from 
the wheat or perform an instant judicial 
separation between the sheep and the 
goats. 

“See a person’s books and you know 
what a kind of person that is.” Very 
true; see a man’s library and you know 
where his heart is, if he has a heart. See 
a man’s library ... Yes, now at last 
I have reached the warm comfortable 
corner of my Essay. 
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I have seen so many libraries in my time 
that I am perhaps a little confused about 
them, but the noblest library I have ever 
seen is the grand one in Boston, and the 
friendliest the Morgan library in New 
York, and the most interesting Mr. 
Thomas Wise’s library in Hampstead, and 
the most touching a certain farmer’s 
library here in Cumberland, and the 
stupidest and most dead a millionaire’s 
library in—well, never mind where, and 
the bravest library the Braille Library in 
London, and the most accommodating 
library the London Library itself, and the 
smallest library the library of the Queen’s 
Doll’s House, and the most depressing 
library any circulating library of fiction 
anywhere, and the dullest library the 
library of a clerical acquaintance of mine 
in Rutlandshire, and the most delightful, 
best-arranged, happiest-looking, heart- 
warming library my own in—again, never 
mind where. 

The worst libraries, of course, and the 
only ones to be firmly excluded from this 
part of my essay are those accursed things 
in glazed sets behind glass. It is as hard 
for love of books to enter into such a 
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library as it is for the familiar camel to 
pass through the well-known eye of a 
needle; it can be done if only the sets 
are ancient enough and shabby enough, 
but the best friend I have among book- 
sellers, Mr. James Bain of King William 
Street, told me once of an order some one 
had to supply a rich gentleman’s house 
with a library, and the only point of im- 
portance about the books chosen was 
that they should be formed of a certain 
size so as to fill the proper spaces in the 
bookshelves neatly. 

Libraries should be penetrated with the 
love of books, so that when you enter a 
room where the books are the air is warm 
with a kind of delicious humanity, and the 
books have been always so affectionately 
treated that, like the right kind of dog, 
they know no fear and yet have their 
fitting dignity. 

There is no rule as to the proper con- 
tents of a library, only it must be personal 
to its owner. You can, like Mr. John 
Burns, have a library all about London, 
or you may, like Sir Edmund Gosse, 
have a passion for the Elizabethan and 
Restoration drama, or you may, like my 
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friend Aristides, care only for books 
about mountaineering, but what you 
must be is honest to the impulses of your 
heart. That brings one, of course, to the 
vexed question of Collecting and the 
fascinating tyranny of First Editions. 
There is no question so hotly debated 
among book lovers as this; only yester- 
day one of the truest lovers of books said 
to me that he could see nothing in old 
editions, and all that he wanted was a fine 
clear type and an impeccable text. 

I can speak, I think, with some knowl- 
edge on this subject, because the First 
Edition fever entered my blood at a cer- 
tain quite definite moment and left it again 
at another, so that I am free of it now 
and can look upon the disease with a dis- 
passionate eye. That does not mean that 
I would for a moment surrender the 
original editions that I possess; I love 
them all, and I think that they have a 
certain affection in return for me; but the 
passion is over, I haunt the splendid halls 
of Hodgson and Sotheby no longer, Mr. 
Maggs and Mr. Quaritch send me their 
magnificent catalogues now in vain (I 
would not have them cease to do this; 
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one never knows when one may begin 
again). 

I caught the disease late. It was in the 
War, when I was home on leave from 
Russia and attended one of those magnif- 
icent Red Cross sales with a friend; the 
first edition of Tue Monx by Mr. 
Matthew Lewis was held up to us, and my 
friend said: “Would you like to have 
that?” and I said “Yes,” and began to 
nod to the auctioneer’s bid. I nodded as 
far as my purse would allow me and then 
with a sigh retired, only to be amazed by 
hearing my friend say to me a moment 
later: “You’ve got them, they’re yours,” 
and then found that he also for my sake 
had been nodding, and that we two had 
been the only bidders in the room. 

This somewhat irritating initiation was 
my undoing. For the next five years I 
haunted every old bookshop in England. 
I bought, of course, at first unwisely, but 
soon learnt a thing or two, and hardest 
lesson of all, trained myself to fit my 
desires to my purse. Never for me the 
Kilmarnock Burns and Gray’s Execy and 
a second Folio, but there are plenty of 
things easier than those, and, indeed, when 
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once you start opportunities throng in 
upon you and the blood beats in your 
heart, and your eyes become dim and 
drink and drugs are nothing to it. 

Where lies the charm and the fascina- 
tion of these things, and has the securing 
and housing of them anything to do with 
a real love of books? Sometimes most 
obviously yes; there has never been an 
edition since so fine and noble in type and 
paper as those original volumes of The 
Waverley Novels, and most of them too 
to be picked up for the merest song. If 
a book has played a great part in your 
life as Chapman’s Homer has in mine, 
then it is natural, I think, to love to have 
it in its splendid original spaciousness, 
bound in that beautiful old deep red 
morocco than which there is no colour 
in the world finer. There is, too, a true 
and honest value in the pleasure you get 
from handling a volume that was itself 
once handled in the very first week of 
its existence by trembling and excited 
readers. One remembers, for instance, 
how, when Tue Fortunes or Nicex first 
appeared, people were seen reading it in 
the streets as they walked along and so 
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bumping into one another in a fine and 
heady confusion. Very thrilling, too, are 
those shilling parts in their green- or 
yellow-paper covers with all their homely 
advertisements thick upon them, so that 
Tur Nerwcomes or Burak Hovse or 
Framiry Parsonace seems to speak for 
a whole glorious period of life and litera- 
ture as you turn these old-fashioned pages. 
Or there are the books with pictures, the 
Ainsworths with their Cruikshanks, the 
Trollopes with their Millais, the Levers 
with their “Phiz,” and no later impressions 
of those plates can ever possibly have the 
same freshness as the early ones. Or there 
are, of course, the presentation copies, 
Morris and Tennyson, Dickens and Car- 
lyle, Lamb and Charlotte Bronté, the ink 
of their names yellow on the page, and 
here upon this very place their hand must 
have rested. 

All this is legitimate and credible 
enough, and belongs to the true love of 
books. I am more doubtful about the pas- 
sion for rarity ; it is, I suppose, charming 
to have something that almost no one else 
in the world possesses, but there are a 
good many things belonging to all of us of 
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which this may with equal truth be said, 
and I think that when, because of a mis- 
printed word or an inaccurate date or an 
omitted phrase, prices mount to an in- 
credible height, the love of books has been 
left far behind and the love of notoriety 
has taken its place. 

No one can have a library, whether 
small or big, without realising almost pain- 
fully the active life of the books themselves. 
It is here that the danger to the book- 
owner lies, for, read as lustily as he may, 
he cannot read everything, and sections 
of his library will, before he knows where 
he is, feel themselves neglected. There 
is, of course, in the first place the impor- 
tant matter of arrangement. There can 
have been nobody who has been forced to 
move his library from one room to 
another but has realised, as he sees the 
books lying in tangled heaps on the 
ground, how oddly they have for the 
time lost their personality. That is why 
those piles of ill-assorted volumes heaped 
together on the floor of a second-hand 
bookseller’s have so miserable and depress- 
ing an effect, and you can almost hear, 
if you listen, the small sigh of pleasure 
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that a book gives when you lift it out of 
the sorry mess and restore to it some of 
its true personality. I believe it then to 
be quite simply true that books have their 
own very personal feeling about their 
place on the shelves. They like to be 
close to suitable companions, and I re- 
member once on coming into my library 
that I was persistently disturbed by my 
Jane Eyre. Going up to it, wondering 
what was the matter with it, restless be 
cause of it, I only after a morning’s un- 
easiness discovered that it had been placed 
next to my Jane Austens, and anyone who 
remembers how sharply Charlotte criti- 
cised Jane will understand why this would 
never do. 

In all seriousness, the trouble of it is 
that the Reader, as I have said, cannot 
be reading all his library at the same time. 
Two or three books one can read at the 
same time, than which there is nothing 
pleasanter ; a taste of Sir Thomas Browne 
in the morning, Jane Austen for tea and 
Peacock for supper, could there be any- 
thing more charming? The trouble about 
one’s duty to one’s library springs rather 
from one’s state of mind. A sudden 
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wave of conscience at the cheating of the 
Exchequer over income tax may lead one 
to the Sermons of Hooker and John 
Wesley’s Journal, and it is then that your 
Congreves and Wycherleys and fine paper 
edition of Petronius with illustrations 
will feel themselves outrageously neg- 
lected. 

The solution of this difficult matter is 
that, after a time, libraries settle down. 
Everyone knows that philosophic air of 
accepting the situation that creeps over 
every library after a certain period of 
discontent. I said every library, but that 
is too general; there are rooms where one 
knows at once on entering that discontent 
is brooding and that it will always be so. 
These are rooms in which glaring editions 
de luxe are laid out on the table, not for 
reading, but for admiration, and where 
the latest novel or two are piled beside 
the easy chair. There is no real love of 
literature here, no real love of Reading 
here, and the other books on the book- 
shelves know it. Owners of such libraries 
are forever wondering why things go 
wrong with their books: volumes dis- 
appear, and they suppose it is because 
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dishonest visitors steal them; do they try 
to move a book from a shelf, numbers of 
other books fall upon their heads, and 
when they would arrange a volume or two 
all the books close at hand fall on their 
backs and lie there sulkily contemptuous. 
Their library never “looks right,” they 
can’t tell why; would it not be better if 
they moved their Poetry there, or put 
Froude and Macaulay (whom they have 
never bothered as yet to read) on to that 
shelf over there? No, madam, it will not 
make the slightest difference; what you 
have got to change is your Reading Heart, 
and as you are far too old and self-satis- 
fied for that you had better leave the mat- 
ter alone. 

I am, possibly, occupying too great a 
part of my Essay with these thoughts 
about libraries, because, of course, some 
of the best. Readers in the world have 
scarcely owned a book in their lives. I 
have a friend who possesses a thumbed 
stumpy copy of John Donne and no 
other book. I have another, whose library 
consists only of Isaac Walton, his Com- 
PLEAT AncwER, Lamb’s Letters and a 
shabby Keats, and another whose Oxford 
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Shakespeare is all that he requires. These 
Readers, it will often have been noticed, are 
almost always rather contemptuous fel- 
lows, and that is because they have no pos- 
sessions. Anyone who is the possessor of 
beautiful things lies under two great dis- 
advantages: one that he may be robbed at 
any moment of his treasures, and the other 
that so many of his friends are unable to 
appreciate them and humiliate him by their 
false and unmeaning cries of pleasure. But 
the man who has no possessions is afraid 
of no robber, and is in the glorious 
position of being able to look with 
superiority upon the possessions of others. 
My friend, who is the owner of the little 
Donne, resembles in certain ways Cardinal 
M. , who would eat the merest crust 
of bread at a friend’s sumptuous table and 
drink only a glass of clear water, and then 
hurry home and enjoy his cakes and ale 
in the security of his own chamber. This 
friend of mine would have you to under- 
stand that he reads very little, and that 
any man who is going to understand what 
he reads must do the same. Nevertheless, 
there is almost no book that you can men- 
tion that he has not read, by accident 
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as it were, and he has a habit of which all 
his friends are now aware of collecting 
a number of volumes in any house where 
he may be, putting them in his shabby 
bag, reading them at the next house 
whither he comes, and then leaving them 
there; a habit quite honest in its intentions 
but unfortunate in its ultimate confusions. 
A lover of books of another sort is the 
one who treats every book in the world 
as his own. His face wreathed with happy 
smiles, he will go up and down your 
library all the day, picking out a volume, 
now here, now there, piling them in a fine 
heap on the floor beside him, digging into 
one at this place and another at that, 
then taking out his pencil will mark a fine 
phrase or two, will in his excitement bend 
the book back until it breaks, and will even 
(I have known this not once nor twice 
only) tear out a page that has met with 
his appreciation and shove it into his 
pocket. Then there are, of course, the 
Readers who, like Domine Sampson, are so 
deeply entranced by your library that they 
can never for an instant leave it. These 
are glorious creatures and forever to be 
encouraged, because if the true love of 
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books is anywhere it is in their hearts and 
souls; their drawbacks are that once in 
your library they will stay in it forever. 
They remain in it for weeks and weeks, 
they will pay no attention to any other of 
your guests, they regard you yourself as 
simply a sort of adjunct to your library, 
a kind of key to the door or latch to the 
window, and when at last you venture to 
suggest to them that their bedchamber is 
needed for some one else they regard 
you with a fierce and surprised hostility as 
though you had done them an immortal 
injury. 

And then, to be finished with this cata- 
logue, for, of course, there is no end to the 
variety of Readers, there is the Reader 
who always despises any book that you 
may mention because he himself privately 
knows a better one. “Ah, yes,” he may 
say, talking of Parapisz Lost, “that’s 
all very well, but there is a poem about the 
Garden of Eden by an Irishman who lived 
in Dublin in the ’forties that I must show 
you when you come to stay with me, I 
know that it’s the fashion just now to 
talk about Milton, but you wait until 
you read a Canto or two of this other 
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thing, then you'll see.” Or again, “Yes, 
King Lear’s right enough, I dare say, but 
there’s the study of an old man in a 
volume of short stories published in the 
early ’nineties by John Lane that’s posi- 
tively astonishing. For myself, I think 
that there has been a bit too much talk 
about Shakespeare.” Well, well, we all 
have our hobbies, and most of them are 
harmless enough. 

And so one comes to one of the strangest 
aspects of the Reading passion, and that 
is one’s susceptibility to instincts, to 
moods and, most of all, to places. So 
strong are these things in us that one is 
inclined to feel after a varied experience 
that no book is written by its author, or 
rather that an author merely collects 
notes for a certain suggested work and 
that every reader then writes the book for 
himself. Whence comes it that I find 
it almost impossible to read any work, 
fiction, poetry or history, that has to do 
with the East? In childhood Tue 
Arapniman Nicuts did not allure me, and, 
later on, while Pierre Loti enchanted me 
when he wrote about his own France he 
said nothing to me at all when he painted 
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so picturesquely Morocco. I have a 
friend to whom anything about London 
from Pepys to James Bone is a sort of 
emetic, although he himself loves London 
dearly ; I have another to whom anything 
concerning Ireland, whether it be Yeats’ 
theories, George Moore’s intimacies, or 
James Stevens’ adorable tales and poems, 
is equally dreary and impossible, and I 
know a lady, a true lover of literature, for 
whom Jane Austen is so completely the 
perfect novelist that any story that has to 
do with anything more violent than a tea 
party is unreal and melodramatic, yes, 
even though it be Anna Karentna or 
Coustne Berre. And yet she herself is 
a very modern lady who has had in her 
time her full share of adventure. 

This is what makes us as Readers such 
prejudiced critics. When I come to 
examine myself and enter into that engag- 
ing business of making lists I discover 
that, without fear or favour, and with 
my hand on my heart, my half-dozen 
favourite poets are, in the order named, 
Wordsworth, Keats, Matthew Arnold, 
Browning, Robert Bridges and J ohn 
Clare; and when I look at that list I 
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know that, apart from their individual 
genius, it is because of their evocation of 
English scenes and sights and sounds that 
I love them so much. Clare, discovered 
for me a few years ago by Mr. Blunden, 
was a tremendous event in my life, I felt 
that this was a poet for whom I had for 
years been waiting; not a great poet, I 
suppose, at least in the sense of philo- 
sophical greatness, a monotonous poet to 
many people, and yet some one exactly 
right for me, just as Victor Hugo and 
Byron will always be exactly wrong. 
And then if I were to go a little further 
into my preferences I would find that, 
Shakespeare aside, the next four volumes 
that I would find it hardest in the world 
to do without are Lamb’s Letters, 
Keats’ Letters, Lockhart’s Scott and 
Boswell’s Johnson, and these again princi- 
pally because they are soaked through 
and through with love of England, or, 
rather, with apologies to Lockhart, of 
Britain. If I go further again and choose 
amongst the novelists, I find that, with the 
exception of Dostoievsky, whose Kara- 
MAzOV seems to me the greatest novel the 
world has yet seen, my truest and most 
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rewarding friends are Scott, Fielding, 
Jane Austen, Trollope and Hardy, all of 
these once more English to the very 
roots. 

With this predisposition of mine, then, 
it would be absurd for me to attempt any 
real criticism of foreign literature, nor 
could I approach any English author 
whose spirit was foreign with any true 
and unbiassed judgment. I am well 
aware, indeed, that my preferences are 
desperately conventional; it has been 
for so long, for instance, the accustomed 
platitude to say that Boswell’s Johnson 
and Lockhart’s Scott are the best two 
biographies in the language; but then if 
they are, what are you to do? I should 
like so much to temper this portion of 
my Essay with every kind of foreign and 
obscure name! I should like to declare 
that the poems of Raymond de Norpois 
are the only ones that really give me 
pleasure, and that the novels of Stanislas 
Woindewitz are the only novels in the 
world of real psychological distinction, 
but I am undoubtedly hedged in by my 
English fields and lanes. During the War 
I was for nearly a year on the Galician 
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front with three books only, a one-volume 
edition of Shakespeare, the Oxford 
edition of the poems of Robert Bridges, 
and Horrs anp Fears by Charlotte 
Mary Yonge. I found the last of these 
three in a filthy hotel in Warsaw, its two 
closely-printed volumes quite fresh in their 
nice dark-blue covers. Shakespeare I read 
from end to end, and then again, and with 
real honesty appreciated him for the first 
time in my life. Robert Bridges I had 
loved since I was a boy, but no one can 
know what those SHorterR Porms espe- 
cially meant to me during that cata- 
strophic retreat to Tarnople. And as to 
Charlotte Mary! When a few years ago 
a critic, meaning, I am afraid, to be un- 
kind, said that in a certain book of mine I 
was Charlotte Mary Yonge trying to be 
Charlotte Bronté, he little knew what a 
compliment he paid me. It comes to this, 
that in our reading we cannot escape our 
environment. No one’s tender feelings 
should ever be hurt when an intimate friend 
avows an opinion of a book far different 
from our own, for behind that opinion lie 
how many scenes and circumstances, how 
many strange journeys in far lands, how 
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many snug and intimate settlings down 
beside a cosy fire for a winter’s evening, 
how many delighted meetings with unex- 
pected friends, how many unfortunate dis- 
appointments, how many critical moments 
of distress and even anguish when some 
book has gently pushed itself forward to 
prove itself the only understanding com- 
forter. 

The trail of the platitude lies, I fear, 
over this, but the whole question of per- 
sonal criticism in one’s reading is of seri- 
ous importance. How common it is to 
move out of one circle of readers into 
another and to find that the whole balance 
of criticism is completely changed. In the 
circle that one has just left certain 
authors are taken for granted as magnifi- 
cent, certain others as stupid and old- 
fashioned, and then behold the stupid ones 
are exalted, the glorious ones pulled down. 
The trouble of it is that often enough one 
cannot find substantial and sufficient rea- 
son for this positive change. The opinions 
of the new group are every whit as dog- 
matic as the opinions of the old; reasons 
are given to you, reasons that seem quite 
absolute to the persons who hold them, 
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and yet for yourself, taking the middle 
course, the whole thing resolves itself more 
and more into personal idiosyncrasies and 
habits. 

In our official criticism we are not, of 
course, nearly so dogmatic as in the old 
days we used to be. The times of the 
thundering denunciations of The Quar- 
terly and The Edinburgh are gone by for- 
ever, and the result of it is that for our 
general reading we tend to split up more 
and more into sets and cliques; the field of 
literature is so much larger than it was, 
and every man may choose to his own 
liking. 

The pleasure that we get from writers 
who are not of the first rank of genius 
depends very largely too on the periods 
to which they belong. During my youth, 
and I fancy until the end of the War, 
everything Victorian was gravely under 
suspicion. ‘The catastrophies and dis- 
appointments of the War left us with a 
deep contempt for what seemed to us a 
naive and desperately complacent idealism. 
Poems like “In Memoriam,” “A Death in 
the Desert,” or “Mr. Sludge,’ seemed to 
us to display the mind of a self-satisfied 
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child, Carlyle’s appeal to force was heretic, 
George Eliot appeared to be burdened with 
a sham and ponderous philosophy, and 
it was very natural and significant that 
the one novelist of the nineteenth century 
who expressed in her work no philosophy 
at all, whose observation was ironic, whose 
genius was mainly in the humours of little 
things, was our own Jane Austen, who 
might, in spirit at least, have belonged to 
our post-War time. 

But as time passes and the bitter cyni- 
cism left to us by the War softens once 
again our view changes. Certain of our 
writers having very definitely stripped the 
pretentiousness from some of the Victorian 
figures, we feel a kind of self-righteous 
conceit, as though now, having given our- 
selves the satisfaction of saying to some of 
those giants: “There, you see you are 
not a bit the fine fellows you thought you 
were,” now, having tweaked our fingers 
in their faces, we can settle down to a fresh 
and more appreciative study of them. As 
a period swings into favour once more all 
kinds of writers reappear who have been 
for long forgotten. I doubt myself 
whether the revival of Victorian apprecia- 
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tion will lead to many rediscoveries ; it is 
remarkable if you probe below a dozen 
great writers of the Victorian period how 
far you fall. And in that respect, at least, 
the Georgian time is superior; if we have 
not many giants we have an astonishing 
number of interesting and individual 
writers among whom, I think, some later 
period may make some very adventurous 
discoveries. 

That is why I fancy judicious and in- 
telligent reading of contemporary litera- 
ture is so difficult. 

I have a particular passion for the col- 
lecting of old literary magazines, and, to 
go no farther back than the ’eighties, if 
one reads in the pages of Henley’s Na- 
tional Observer (a masterpiece of a peri- 
odical) or The Academy of ’97 to 1901 
(whose pages were continually enlivened 
by a young E. V. Lucas, a young Arnold 
Bennett, and one or two other bright boys 
of that period), one is struck by the im- 
mense amount of thoroughly bad prose 
and poetry then appearing. It was not 
difficult, I imagine, for true lovers of lit- 
erature during those periods to discover 
good writers and adhere to them because 
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there was so surprising a gulf between the 
good writers and the bad. To-day I think 
it is not so; an amazing number of men 
and women have learnt how to write a 
novel that, technically at least, would have 
been thirty years ago a masterpiece. 
Creative genius is, of course, as rare now 
as it was then, but the novels and the minor 
poetry of to-day have nearly always the 
appearance of some culture and real talent. 
The result of this is that the more literary 
critics, wearied by finding novels always 
clever and always unsatisfactory, and 
poetry so much like the real thing that it 
is almost incredible that it should not be, 
look about them everywhere for novelty, 
and when they find it praise it out of all 
reason. On the other hand, certain 
authors, weary on their part of the old 
forms and knowing that if they are only 
novel enough they are certain to com- 
mand attention, in their search for novelty 
forget to look about them for anything 
else. The result of all this is that there 
is springing up a cult for new forms, and. 
that the literary critics, who ought to be 
having by reason of their great gifts real 
influence over the Plain Man who is inter- 
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ested in literature have none at all, because 
he—the Plain Man—discovers that they 
are forever recommending to him Cranks 
and Queer Ones whom he fails to under- 
stand. There is at the present time a 
superstition far too general among clever 
people that if a book has any large sale 
it cannot be good literature, and it is 
amusing for an onlooker to perceive how 
an author who has been a hero of a clever 
critic only yesterday may go down in his 
estimation as soon as a book by him wins 
a wide public appreciation. 

Now I am resolved that this is not as 
it should be. Almost all the great writers 
of the past, if they have not appealed to 
the Man in the Street, have won the 
interest of the Plain Man, who, to my 
thinking, is the Man in the Street plus a 
little culture. Moreover, I do believe most 
profoundly that Art cannot separate itself 
from the past but must build on it, en- 
grafting the experience, modes and novel- 
ties of its own immediate time upon the 
great body of Art that has preceded it. 

These are controversial questions, and 
have perhaps but little to do with the 
real joys of Reading, and yet no one, I 
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think, can be a good Reader in the full 
sense of that term without taking some 
interest in the literature of his own time. 

A modern Reader must feel a certain 
doubt, I fancy, as to whether to envy the 
Reader of, say, eighty years ago or no. 
In 1840 the English Reader had certainly 
plenty to read, he had also more leisure in 
which to read, and was able to enjoy a 
closer proximity to his books than he is 
to-day. Of the novel there had been, at 
least up to that time, very little written 
criticism; the novel was then a newer art 
and the Reader was more credible of it, 
he also knew very clearly what he wanted. 
What a novel reader wanted was to spend 
his time in the company of persons who, 
by their multiplied energies and activities, 
created a little world of their own. He 
definitely cheated himself into believing in 
them because of the fun that he knew that 
he was going to have, and this was a great 
help to the novelists, because they too 
were able to persuade themselves of the 
reality of their little worlds. There was, 
in England at least, very little talk about 
technique, and no insistence at all upon 
novel ideas; there was, in England at any 
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rate, an accepted convention about novels, 
right was intended to triumph, wrong to 
be ruthlessly defeated, and the difference 
between right and wrong was so clear that 
nobody could possibly mistake it. Being 
free, then, of moral and philosophical pre- 
occupations, the novelists could fling them- 
selves into the lives of their characters 
and lose all sense of an outside critical 
world. But in our time there is a con- 
stant cry that the old form of the novel is 
worn out, and an almost pathetic deter- 
mination that no book shall be guilty of 
a moral purpose, 

So far as the fun of the Reader is con- 
cerned, this is all, as Mr. Forster’s curate 
in Tur Room with a View said of a 
picture in the Uffizi, “Rather a pity.” I 
believe that circumstances have altered 
very little, and that a novel to be absorb- 
ing has to have precisely the two ingredi- 
ents that it had a hundred years ago, a 
narrative gift (and it doesn’t matter 
whether the narrative is about a tea party 
or a murder trial) and the creation of 
living characters. 

All this theorising, however, has little to 
do with the real love of Reading. Give 
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me a clear week in the country with no 
interruptions, no modern inventions, 
whether of motor car, radio or telephone, 
and I will devour with eager enjoyment 
any three plays by Euripides, George 
Moore’s Haw anp FareEwE.u, Professor 
Bradley’s Shakespearean tragedy, PripE 
AND PregupicE, a volume of Tchekhov’s 
short stories, Pope’s Rare or THE Lock, 
Carlyle’s Oxiver Cromwett, and Mr, 
Wells’ Mr. Potty. Have these anything 
in common? If I look at them together 
in retrospect do I find in them any guide 
to my own personality? Why do these 
works, so different in time and place and 
spirit, all seem alike to belong to me in 
some especial fashion? Suppose that I 
had during this same week been compelled 
to read, say, Meredith’s Ricnarp Ferv- 
EREL, The Georgics, Tennyson’s “In Me- 
moriam,” Galsworthy’s “Forsyte” books, 
Cowper’s Letters, a volume of Gibbon, a 
novel by M. André Gide, why is it that this 
second collection of works, surely as fine 
as those in the first, seem to me inchoate, 
scattered, and to stand for no ecstasy at 
all? I cannot say. There must be some 
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personal instinct in myself that leads me 
to claim the one group as my own and 
to feel that the other group lies outside my 
spirit. And this is all, I suppose, that the 
Reader really has to do, to gather round 
him the works that in some mysterious 
fashion are intended for him. Critical 
judgment may go some of the way, but 
this lazy personal intimacy is, as it is 
with human beings, beyond analysis. 
And that is, I suppose, what the writer 
also has to do, to gather round him as he 
goes those who are looking in life for 
the things for which he is also searching. 
This is not to say that the Reader has 
nothing to do but to sit down and allow 
the works for which he cares idly to ap- 
proach him. The Reader has to see that 
he is perpetually at work at developing 
his sense of taste and touch and vision. 
One has often read of learned judges, 
Cabinet Ministers and philosophers who, 
exhausted with the brain-work of the day, 
care only for the reading of detective 
stories. There is nothing wrong about 
detective stories save that there are not, 
alas! enough good ones, but I have never 
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understood why a volume of Hazlitt’s 
Essays or Lamb’s Letters or Mr. De La 
Mare’s poetry should not be as easy read- 
ing for these weary giants as the works of 
Mr. Oppenheim or Mr. Sax Rohmer. But 
there is a kind of luxury of laziness in 
Reading which is perhaps the best thing in 
all the world; it is to be captured only, 
I think, through the old books, books that 
you know so well that they step out and 
meet you, take you by the arm and whisper 
in your ear: “Now lie back and talk to 
us, and then we will in our turn tell you a 
thing or two. There’s no need to be clever 
this evening, we don’t want you to shine, 
well have an hour or two together so 
pleasant that you'll scarcely know we’re 
here.” 

As now in retrospect I look back I can 
find so many books that have in this way 
been my friends that their number is past 
all counting. 

But why should one count them or take 
any steps in the active choosing of them? 
The great moment of the day is come, 
one stands watching the last sweep of 
violet into dun above the line of the hill, 
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one sees how the flowers are falling one 
and all into a grey mist of confusion 
through which the little evening wind 
faintly whispers, beyond the gate on the 
rough among the bracken that has been 
amber-coloured all day and now is 
stretching a pale cloud to the horizon, two 
farmers are talking: 

“Well, good-night.” 

“Good-night.” 

Now the only sound in all the world is 
the running stream, ‘you turn down the 
path, open the door, find your way by 
the light of the fire to the lamp, light it, 
and then turn. The books crowd in upon 
you, they are pressing, urgent, upon every 
side. As you stand by one of the book- 
cases there is a glorious instant of inde- 
cision that you would prolong if nature 
would but allow it, then the book, almost 
without deliberate consciousness, is in your 
hand, your chair is drawn to the blaze, 
and with a sigh of content you are off and 
away. 

So, as the House nas my Books and my 
Books have me, this past prayer to their 
presiding god: 
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Command the Roofe, great Genius, and from 
thence 

Into this house powre downe thy influence, 

That through each room a golden pipe may 
run 

Of living water by thy Benizon. 

Fulfill the Larders, and with strengthning 
bread 

Be ever more these Bynns replenished. 

Next, like a Bishop consecrate my ground, 

That luckie Fairies here may dance their 
Round: 

And after that, lay downe some silver 
pence, 

The Masters charge and care to recompence. 

Charme then the chambers; make the beds 
for ease 

More than for peavish pining sicknesses. 

Fix the foundation fast, and let the Roofe 

Grow old with time, but yet keepe weather- 
proofe. 


THE END 
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